The official and main source of the Chinese drug huang qi is derived from Astragalus membranaceus and A. mongholicus, respectively. However, several other species are used either as sources or as adulterants. The present paper aims at clarifying the taxonomic and nomenclatural situation, with indication of major botanical and geographical characters of all species involved. According to a recent revision, A. membranaceus is synonymous to A. mongholicus var. dahuricus, which is the now valid name. Relationships of other Astragalus spp. relating to huang qi are briefly addressed.
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authorities and recognized synonymy. Data are mainly based upon the work of Podlech (Thesaurus Astragalorum, 1996) and some data from the ILDIS internet-database. Especially the latter is not always reliable. Thus, checking of original literature both nomenclatural and taxonomic is strongly encouraged. According to Podlech (1982) , all of the species listed belong to various sections of Astragalus subgen. Astragalus. Sect. Cenantrum Bunge thus includes A. mongholicus and its variants, further A. floridulus, A. penduliflorus, A. tongolensis, A. aksuensis and A. ernestii . The remaining species belong to different sections that are only distantly related.
Based upon a recent taxonomic and nomenclatural revision Podlech (1999) , A. membrancaceus represents only a variant of A. mongholicus Bunge, and its nomeclaturally correct name is thus A. mongholicus Bunge var. dahuricus (DC.) Podlech. Consequently, the name of A. membranaceus is now a synonym only. The variety status of A. membranaceus and A. mongholicus is based upon differences in the presence of hairy ovaries and pods in these two sympatric taxa (Podlech, 1999) and some minor indumentum characters as listed in Table 1 . Nomenclature revisions like this are hard to understand for applied science, but they should facilitate communication about plant names in a correct and reproducible way.
Botanical Characters and Systematic Relationships
In Table 1 , some important characters are listed; most of them being taken from literature, combined with herbarium observations. Important characters relate to the root system and the growth form, but both are rarely reported in literature. Also, relevant herbarium material which was consulted did not reveal much of underground parts. In general, it must be assumed that all of these taxa show a strong main root system (tap root) and form a lignified base with branches of stems called a pleiocorm (Kästner and Karrer, 1995) . The presence of rhizomes in A. tribulifolius, A. chrysopterus and A. mahoschanicus (Fu, 1993) appears rather unlikely and needs to be confirmed as a diagnostic character. Leaf morphology may be quite distinct, particularly with those taxa only distantly related to the main source A. mongholicus. However, variations are sometimes noted within a single specimen (Peter-Stibal, 1937/38) . Flower color is a critical character as herbarium material tends to either fade or darken. Indumentum characters appear to be the most reliable distinguishing features in this genus (Podlech, 1982) .
Pharmacognostic studies on most of the involved taxa indicated differences in anatomical root structures (Li et al., 1994; 1996) . Their species or taxon specificity is in need of confirmation by further comparative analyses, and data will become more clear once the relevant Chinese publications are fully translated. In any case, the study of cultivated material would be the best way to check the stability of morphological and anatomical characters. Unfortunately, seed material of most of the species is difficult to obtain. International cooperation would thus be highly appreciated.
Character diversification within A. mongholicus is rather poor (see also Table 1 ). Geographical distribution, the lack of crossing barriers and polyploidy add to the complexity not only of the studied group, but of many Astragalus taxa in general (Hegnauer and Hegnauer, 2001 ). Relationships probably exist to A. penduliflorus, a taxon of varying concept. A. mongholicus is sometimes considered to form a complex of species, including the sources of huang qi (Zhu et al., 1991) . By contrast, European authors consider this taxon to be restricted to alpine regions (Hegnauer and Hegnauer, 2001 ). Based upon results on seed proteins and karyology (Chen and Zhu, 1990) , the authors proposed A. pendulifolius to be a single species, comprising the subspecies penduliflorus, membranaceus, and mongholicus. However, the Flora of China does not acknowledge A. penduliflorus at all for its territory (Fu, 1993) , nor is this taxon mentioned in the new Flora of China checklist (see ILDIS). Further and detailed morphological and systematic studies are needed to clarify the relationships between those critical taxa, since general character diversification is indeed rather poor (Table 1) .
DISCUSSION
From the systematic and evolutionary point of view, the diversifications between taxa of sect. Cenantrum, relating to huang qi, are quite interesting. Molecular phylogenetic analysis revealed close affinities between the varieties of A. mongholicus (listed as varieties of A. membranaceus; Ma et al., 2000a) . In the same study, A. lehmannianus and A. hoantchy claded together, but were separated from the former taxa. Studies on the distribution of isoflavonoids and polysaccharides (Ma et al., 2000b) revealed higher yields in both varieties of A. mongholicus var. mongholicus. Similarly, the contents was higher than in the adulterants A. lehmannianus, A. hoantchy, A. aksuensis and A. propinquus, respectively. Apart from these data, comparative chemical studies on the other taxa involved are rare or missing (Hegnauer and Hegnauer, 2001 ). Chemosystematic and molecular systematic studies are still needed to clarify the interspecific relationships within this group.
To conclude, A. mongholicus var. mongholicus (sub A. membranaceus (Fisch.) var. mongholicus (Bunge) P.K. Hsiao) should be used as the primary source for huang qi since it apparently accumulates the highest amounts of active principles (Ma et al., 2000a) . When used for cultivation, high yielding strains should be selected, and culture conditions optimized. 
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